
 

 
 
 1

BLACKISH-HEADED SPINETAIL Synallaxis tithys E2 
 
This uncommon inhabitant of dense undergrowth of evergreen and deciduous forest in south-west Ecuador 
and immediately adjacent north-west Peru is seriously threatened both by forest clearance and by the 
grazing and trampling of roaming cattle in the patches that remain. 
 
DISTRIBUTION  The Blackish-headed Spinetail has been recorded in Manabí, Guayas, El Oro, and Loja 
provinces, south-west Ecuador, and in immediately adjacent Tumbes department, north-westernmost Peru, 
where the few known localities (coordinates from Paynter and Traylor 1977, Stephens and Traylor 1983, 
or read from IGM 1989) are as follows: 
 
Ecuador (Manabí) in the coastal mountains on Cerro San Sebastián, 300-500 m, at c.1°34’S 80°40’W, in 
Machalilla National Park (sightings in January 1991 and a specimen now in ANSP taken in August 1991: 
TAP and R. S. Ridgely in litt. 1991); (Guayas) Daule, near sea level, at 1°50’S 79°56’W (Chapman 1926); 
Guayaquil, near sea level, at 2°10’S 79°50’W (Chapman 1926); Cordillera de Chongón (Chapman 1926), 
including the Cerro Blanco reserve, at c.2°09’S 80°03’W (sightings in July 1991: TAP); (El Oro) Santa 
Rosa (c.100 m), at 3°27’S 79°58’W (Chapman 1926); Arenillas Military Reserve, near sea level, at 
c.3°30’S near the coast (three individuals seen in July 1991: TAP); (Loja) just west of Alamor, 4°00’S 
80°05’W (two birds seen and one mist-netted in late September 1991: Williams and Tobias 1991); 
Guainche (975 m), untraced, but between Alamor and Celica at c.4°02’S 80°00’W (Chapman 1926); 
10 km by road below Sabanilla, 4°10’S 80°08’W (recorded in early April 1992: M. B. Robbins in litt. 
1992); Quebrada Hueco Hondo, 500-1,100 m, Tambo Negro, at 4°24’S 79°51’W (Best and Clarke 1991, 
Best 1992; also two specimens in MECN collected in March 1991). 
 
Peru (Tumbes) Lechugal (= Puerto Lechugal), 3°37’S 80°12’W (type-locality: Taczanowski 1877); and El 
Caucho (400 m), 3°50’S 80°16’W, and Campo Verde (750 m), c.3°51’S 80°12’W, both in Tumbes 
National Forest (Wiedenfeld et al. 1985). 
 
POPULATION  There are relatively few recent records of this species and, allowing for seasonal 
movements, the population is extremely difficult to assess.  On Cerro San Sebastián, Machalilla National 
Park, the Blackish-headed Spinetail was found to be uncommon in January 1991 (TAP), although some 
10-15 individuals were encountered there in August 1991, albeit in a narrow elevational zone (R. S. 
Ridgely in litt. 1991).  West of Alamor, two birds were seen and an adult trapped in September 1991, 
although the significance of these dry season records, from a disturbed habitat (see below), is difficult to 
ascertain (Williams and Tobias 1991).  Near Sabanilla, five birds were recorded in one day during early 
April 1992 (M. B. Robbins in litt. 1992), and at Quebrada Hueco Hondo this spinetail was fairly common 
from 26 January to 7 February 1991 with up to eight recorded in one morning, although it seemed scarcer 
or was less vocal in early March 1991 (Best 1992, NK), and probably no more than a few hundred birds 
persist there (NK).  In Peru, the species was common at Campo Verde and El Caucho in June and July 
1979, when no fewer than 20 specimens were taken (Wiedenfeld et al. 1985). 
 
ECOLOGY  The following information is compiled from Wiedenfeld et al. (1985), Best and Clarke 
(1991), Williams and Tobias (1991), Best (1992), R. S. Ridgely (in litt. 1991) and personal data (NK, 
TAP).  The Blackish-headed Spinetail inhabits dense undergrowth of undisturbed evergreen and deciduous 
forest from sea level to 1,100 m.  On Cerro San Sebastián it occurs only in the narrow transitional zone 
between the arid and humid forest at 300 to 500 m, and at Campo Verde it was found in evergreen forest at 
750 m.  However, west of Alamor, birds were seen in a thick hedgerow between areas of pasture and 
plantation, although this was at the height of the dry season towards the end of September 1991.  That 
seasonal movements take place is suggested by the temporal changes in abundance at various localities, 
and the occurrence of the species in seemingly suboptimal habitat during the driest part of the dry season 
near Alamor: however, these movements, and the extent to which the species utilizes different habitats 
during the year, remain very poorly known.  Pairs or less commonly singles or three together frequent 
dense viny thickets, almost always less than 2-3 m up (although feeding and calling has been noted at 3-
4 m), sometimes searching the leaf-litter on the ground: birds may rarely join mixed-species flocks 
(especially associating with Black-capped Sparrows Arremon abeillei).  The species feeds on insects: one 
stomach contained the head of a grasshopper, one the head of a wasp, and another a whole black beetle 
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and other beetle remains.  Although apparently calling throughout the year, the increased song activity at 
Quebrada Hueco Hondo in January and February suggests that breeding takes place in the wet season, and 
a female taken there on 10 March 1991 had apparently just finished laying. 
 
THREATS  The widespread clearance of forest within its range, as well as the widespread destruction of 
the undergrowth by roaming cattle in the remaining woodlots, has left this spinetail one of the most 
threatened birds of the region (Best 1992), although recent records (see above) suggest that it can survive, 
at least seasonally, in heavily degraded habitats (see Threats under Grey-backed Hawk Leucopternis 
occidentalis and Henna-hooded Foliage-gleaner Hylocryptus erythrocephalus). 
 
MEASURES TAKEN  The species occurs in four protected areas: Machalilla National Park, where only 
a relatively small population exists; the Cerro Blanco reserve, where the bird is decidedly rare; Arenillas 
Military Reserve; and in Tumbes National Forest, where a large and important population still survives 
(see equivalent section under Grey-backed Hawk). 
 
MEASURES PROPOSED  Protection from roaming livestock as well as the preservation of the forest 
should be ensured at Quebrada Hueco Hondo, and in Tumbes National Park, as they seem to be the most 
important strongholds for the species (Best 1992), although these measures are also needed at the other 
protected areas mentioned above.  The Blackish-headed Spinetail shares habitat with another threatened 
species, the Henna-hooded Foliage-gleaner (see relevant account), and a list of the localities that currently 
harbour all the threatened species endemic to this region of south-west Ecuador and north-west Peru is 
provided in the equivalent section under Grey-backed Hawk. 
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